I had a patient who wrote a brief memoir for me. During World War II she went to school daily on a train with compartment carriages. Soldiers, away from their wives, would flash their penis at her and her older sister. They were aged seven and eight. They learnt to dash to the next compartment when the train stopped at a station. She writes "We were not traumatised; we accepted that it was normal behaviour and did not bother to tell our parents." Nevertheless, although not physically or psychologically damaged, now in her seventies she writes that she has a sense of shame about this.
Between 10 and 20 years ago I became aware of a number of people in responsible positions in society who openly admitted that they felt people were overreacting to the increasing concern about the sexual abuse of children. They included senior teachers and clergy. I do not think they were bad people, they simply could not believe that another adult would treat a child in this way. I am fairly confident that nobody in such a responsible position today would be so dismissive.
Hopefully our society is moving forward on this issue. Time has shown that in many cases, complaints which were not acted upon have turned out to have substance, and that timely, prompt and thorough investigation could have prevented more abuse. Our society is becoming more aware of the dangers of predatory paedophiles, and I would like to think that the situation is better now than it was 20 years ago. However, there is no room for complacency, and we must all do our part.
